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      Father says that if you are disappointed with everyone, no one can let you down … but I couldn’t help feeling that way when the girl handed in her notice. I think the man with all that facial hair was responsible, and Father says never to trust a man who has more facial hair than he has had hot dinners. I suppose I can understand a girl getting swept away by a man like that – but he will let her down and when that happens, she’ll be back, I’m sure of it.

      When she does come to her senses, I won’t be too hard on her – I’ll just get her to do the entire stocktake by herself, see how she likes that. I haven’t found anyone to replace her yet. In this current economic climate, I expected a queue around the block for her position, but no, not one curriculum vitae in my hand. It’s just after seven-thirty in the evening and I haven’t left the shop yet. The thick varnished desk where the till sits has smudges on it … I better give it a quick wipe-over with the polish before I go.

      I really made sure to get every single mark off and now it shines. It feels like a pointless exercise seeing as by mid-morning it will be smudged again, but I’ll just have to do it tomorrow night as well.

      I should really go home. I’ve got to leave, or Father will wonder where I am. He’ll start to worry and then I’ll have let him down again – he already has two incidents marked in his battered brown book for this week and it’s only Thursday … but before I go, I should quickly check how many of the powder pink dresses we have in stock, then maybe the identical one in aubergine.

      
        
        ♥

      

      

      When I put on my coat, everything aches. I suppose I am getting on a bit – I’m sixty-three in two days. Father says he’s getting my favourite marmalade cake for the occasion, like the one I’ve had every year. I hate to upset him, but I’ve always disliked oranges. I eat it anyway, which makes him happy … it was Mother who liked marmalade, not me. Mother died when I was four and a bit and my memories of her are few and far between. In my mind, I see a red-haired woman with freckles on her nose bending down to wipe tears off my freckle-less nose – I got Father’s colouring. I have another memory of her, but it always gets me down so I try not to dwell on it … it’s there again, whether I like it or not, and I see blood on her arm and hear a door slam. Father says she fell down the stairs one night and died as I lay sound asleep. No one ever questioned him, no one would dream of it – a man who has never missed a single Sunday service at St Peters and what the neighbours call ‘a good sort’. He is a good sort – not many fathers would let their daughters live with them as long as I have, as he tells me enough, but at the same time, part of me always felt he needed me to stay, so I did. It’s a late July evening and I think it’s hot out, but I feel ever so cold. People are wearing shorts and skirts and I have my duffle coat on.

      It’s quarter to nine in the evening and I’m walking slowly up the stairs to the third floor where our two bedroom flat is. I unlock the door and see Father asleep in his chair … he looks ever so peaceful. The electric fan is blowing his sparse grey hair forward and I have to swallow a giggle at the bizarre image. I get no warning before his eyes slowly open and two dark coals look at me. ‘Mary Rose, what are you doing staring at me like that?’ Father has always used my full name and when I was younger, I hated it. I remember when I was a girl I asked my friends, when I had some, to just call me Mary, but when Father found out, he soon put a stop to that. He warned me that not saying my whole name would lead to sloppiness and promiscuity, and he could already see it poisoning my six-year-old handwriting.

      I shake my head. ‘Sorry Father, I’ve just had a long day and you looked so peaceful sleeping that–’

      His brows, that have more hair on them than on his head, rise sharply. ‘I was asleep woman! Everyone looks peaceful when they are sleeping.’

      I disagree, but instead I say, ‘Of course. Did you eat the stew I put in the fridge for you?’

      He lets out a slow breath. I know he is irritated by my obtuseness. ‘I decided to wait and eat with my daughter, if that’s OK with you.’

      I’m not sure if the gesture was meant to be kind or not, but I can’t help the tightening of hope in my chest that it was. I tell him, ‘I’ll go and heat it up for both of us then.’

      I stir the brown chunky mixture anticlockwise for ten seconds, then the other way for ten. I don’t know if it helps it to cook, but it relaxes me a bit. The gold ring I’m wearing as if I am married slips forward, nearly falling into the stew, and I bend the finger it sits on to stop it from moving. I always wear Mother’s ring as Father said it would keep away the wrong sort of man. I think it’s a little late for me to be worrying about that kind of thing, but it definitely helped men keep their distance. When I took it off one day, I think when I was in my thirties, he said I let him down, so from then on, I’ve always worn it. I hate letting him down.

      Father is already at our small table when I come in with the piping hot stew. His eyes follow me until I have sat down opposite him. I tense … I’ve done something wrong. My stomach seems to fall to the floor in anticipation of his words that I know are coming. I fold my hands in my lap to control the shaking and his words arrive: ‘Where have you been since you finished work?’

      I tell him, ‘I was cleaning, Father. The shop was a mess.’

      ‘You’ve been cleaning that shop every night for months now. I want to know what you have been doing and don’t give me that “cleaning” bullshit. Who are you seeing? Whoever they are, they must be blind if they think you are worth a go.’

      I know he doesn’t mean it – he only says it to keep me safe. Over the years, I have learnt how to anaesthetise myself from the effect of his words and now they only leave a faint flutter in my heart. ‘Father, I give you my word I’m not seeing anyone. Since the girl left, I have had to do everything myself and it takes a lot of time.’

      He’s not listening to me. His eyes are glazed over and he’s too angry with me now to see sense. It’s easier that I wait to see what he will do than try to stop him. For a man of eighty-eight, he has enough strength to use his right hand to push his stew to the floor. The bowl smashes on the tiles and the brown mixture spreads, some even splashing up the wall. Father takes a minute for his breathing to slow down then he looks up at me and says, ‘Look what you’ve gone and done. At least you have more “cleaning” to do now that you seem to love more than me.’

      ‘Please don’t say that, I love you. I promise I won’t be late again.’

      His voice is as small as I feel. ‘And I haven’t got any dinner now.’

      ‘Here, take mine.’ I slide my bowl across the table.

      As Father eats the stew, I clean up the mess I made.
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      I have one day left of being sixty-two. All morning, I had the oddest desire to buy something frivolous for myself, but hiding it at home would have been impossible. Luckily the impulse died quickly.

      Claire, the regional manager, is up from Brighton and is spending a couple of days in my branch. She acted like nothing was wrong, but her eyes told me otherwise, and an hour before lunch, she turned to me and said, like I was senile, ‘Why don’t you go out for a few hours and stretch your legs. It’ll do you good.’ I didn’t want to leave, but I went anyway and spent the time staring aimlessly at shop windows, then after getting bored, I decided to go to the park to eat my lunch by the pond with the swans.

      I have only been here five minutes when I see the girl; the one who left the shop a few months ago. She looks happy. That man with all the facial hair is with her and is pushing an old lady in a wheelchair who has a tube in her nose – a relative of one of theirs? They are all laughing and stop so the old woman can throw bread to the swans. The man takes his hand off the wheelchair and puts it in the back pocket of the girl’s jeans then kisses her forehead. The girl leans into him. I should really look away, but I can’t. Seeing her like this, I realise she will never come back to work at the shop. I know I could have treated her better – got to know her and all that – but she reminded me of things I don’t dare to think about, like youth and wasted opportunity. I couldn’t get too close to her or I would have got burnt. It’s hard enough seeing her today – so much so that I need to leave now before she sees me. I get up and rush back to familiarity.
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